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In early April, following heated debate between deputies from the governing Partido Liberal (PL)
and the opposition Partido Nacional (PN), the Honduran legislature finally approved a treaty
to resolve all territorial disputes with El Salvador and an end the century-old border conflict.
Still, problems continue to plague the border communities, since many Salvadorans residing in
Honduran territory are violating Honduran laws.
In January, Salvadoran President Armando Calderon Sol and then Honduran president Carlos
Roberto Reina signed two treaties: one that calls for the demarcation of the border within a year, and
a second that guarantees the property rights of all Salvadorans and Hondurans who reside along the
border and who were adversely affected by the World Court's 1992 ruling on the territorial dispute
(see NotiCen, 01/29/98). Both treaties need to be ratified by each country's legislature.
The accord on demarcation has posed few problems, since all territorial disagreements have been
resolved and the treaty basically calls for more resources to be provided by both countries to
speed the work of the binational demarcation commission. The treaty regarding property rights
of citizens has faced serious hurdles in Honduras, however, because it contradicts some clauses of
the Honduran Constitution. That caused a nationalist backlash among deputies in the Honduran
Congress.

Nationalist sentiment in Honduras slows final ratification
About 10,000 Salvadorans reside in areas that the World Court granted to Honduras in 1992. The
decision placed them in a legal limbo because the Honduran Constitution does not allow foreigners
to own land along its borders, meaning the Salvadorans would have to become naturalized
Hondurans to retain their property. About 3,000 Hondurans residing on the Salvadoran side of the
border were in a similar predicament regarding their property rights.
The treaty signed in January permits Salvadorans and Hondurans on both sides of the border to
choose the nationality they want to retain without losing any of their property rights. When the
governing PL submitted the treaty to the Honduran legislature on March 5 for ratification, it argued
that because the World Court ordered the rights of citizens along the border to be protected as part
of the territorial ruling, The Hague judgement takes precedence over Honduran law without a need
to reform the Honduran Constitution. Nevertheless, the opposition PN bitterly objected, accusing
the PL of forfeiting sovereign rights to the territory that Honduras won at The Hague. "The PN
national directorate is extremely concerned about the legal implications of this treaty," said Rodolfo
Irias, a PN legislative leader and ex-president of Congress. "The treaty appears to cede all the rights
that we won through the World Court, and it breaches the Constitution. We oppose the accord as all
nationalists should, and we will block its approval lest we be accused of treason."
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The PN directorate hired a group of jurists to study the treaty's legal implications and appeared to
dig in its heels. The treaty needed the approval of two-thirds of the assembly's 128 deputies, making
PN support essential, since that party holds 49 seats in Congress. However, in a special, closeddoor legislative session in late March, attended by ex-president Reina and Cabinet members from
President Carlos Flores Facusse's administration, the PL and PN worked out a compromise. The
parties agreed to approve the treaty in two consecutive legislative cycles, a procedure required
for constitutional reforms. Although the compromise postpones the accord's final approval until
the next legislative cycle in 1999, it ensures that no significant legislative opposition will block
ratification. As a result, the treaty was approved unanimously on April 1.
In El Salvador, meanwhile, little opposition to the treaty is expected. The accord was submitted to
the legislative Foreign Relations Commission in mid-March, and now that the Honduran Congress
has given its initial stamp of approval, rapid passage in El Salvador is expected.

Problems continue to plague border communities
The treaty's initial approval in Honduras will likely bring relief to the Salvadorans residing in
Honduras, since the nationalist backlash in Honduras had already convinced many Salvadoran
families to give up their lands and return to El Salvador. In mid-February, for example, 700
Salvadoran families who were living in Nahuaterique and El Zancudo, in the Honduran border
department of La Paz, left their lands and migrated to the town of Perquin in the Salvadoran
department of Morazan, where the Salvadoran government had promised them loans to purchase
lands and construct houses.
Still, even if the legal questions have been resolved, the governments will fight an uphill battle to
resolve ongoing conflicts among the border communities. Many Salvadorans residing in Honduras
are loggers who have sold their timber for years in El Salvador, but who now must apply for
logging licenses in Honduras and pay export taxes on their products. The effort by the Honduran
government to assert its authority in those zones has caused constant conflicts with the Salvadoran
communities (see NotiCen, 02/27/97).
In the latest incident, in mid-February Honduran police attempted to detain some trucks loaded
with timber near the Salvadoran border, but the police were surrounded by about 200 Salvadorans,
who forced them to let the loggers cross into El Salvador. According to Honduran authorities, the
Salvadorans in Honduras are organizing to resist local police.
"We don't have real sovereignty in those zones," said Abraham Garcia Turcios, the Honduran
commissioner assigned to resolve problems in the areas affected by the World Court ruling. "Many
Salvadorans have organized to fight local authorities who attempt to exercise jurisdiction in those
zones. Most police are afraid because there are too few of them and they are constantly harassed
and threatened by Salvadorans in those communities." [Sources: Notimex, 02/16/98; Inforpress
Centroamericana (Guatemala), 01/23/98, 02/06/98, 03/27/98; El Tiempo (Honduras), 03/05/98,
03/11/98, 03/17/98, 03/26/98, 03/28/98, 03/31/98, 04/02/98; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 02/16/98,
03/11/98, 03/12/98, 03/14/98, 03/17/98, 03/26/98, 03/27/98, 04/01-03/98, 04/14/98; Diario de Hoy (El
Salvador), 04/14/98]
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